Women’s Voluntary Engagement in the Informal Economy: Uncovering the Complexities of a Field by Holmen, Anne Cathrine et al.
Roskilde University  
Department of Social Sciences and Business (ISE)  
 
 
!
   
 
Standard front page for projects, subject module 
projects and master theses 
 
Compulsory use for all Master projects and the Master thesis at ISE:  
• International Development Studies 
• Global Studies 
• Erasmus Mundus, Global Studies – A European Perspective 
• Public Administration 
• Social Science 
• EU studies 
• Public Administration, MPA 
• Business Studies 
• Economics and Business Administration 
 
Project title:  
Women’s Voluntary Engagement in the Informal Economy – Uncovering the Complexities 
of a Field 
Project seminar 
Edited Book Project 
Prepared by (Name(s) and study number): Kind of project: Module: 
Anne Cathrine Holmen, 56836 Edited Book Project  IDS F16 
Astrid Wiborg Jensen, 49499 Edited Book Project  IDS F16 
Kristine Vitoft Bayer, 56640 Edited Book Project  IDS F16 
Leah Elizabeth Mclean, 58135 Edited Book Project  IDS F16 
Randi Birch Andersen, 47491 Edited Book Project  IDS F16 
   
Name of Supervisor:  
Lone Riisgaard 
Submission date:  
25-05-2016 
Number of keystrokes incl. spaces: 
58.769 
Permitted number of keystrokes incl. spaces: 
60.000 
I/we hereby declare that the project/thesis/written assignment does not contain copied material 
from previously published texts (including own or others' texts), except those passages that are 
properly referenced.  
Avoid Plagiarism: Learn to reference correctly. Click here see how: http://en.stopplagiat.nu/  
 
If you exceed the permitted number of keystrokes incl. spaces your project will be rejected by the 
supervisor and/or the external examiner until 1 week after the submission. 
 
1 
I. Women’s Voluntary Engagement in the Informal Economy: 
Uncovering the Complexities of a Field 
By Anne Cathrine Holmen, Astrid Wiborg Jensen, Kristine Vitoft Bayer, Leah Elizabeth 
McLean & Randi Birch Andersen 
 
Abstract 
This chapter seeks to examine entrepreneurial focused women who voluntarily participate in 
the informal economy. By exploring the literature on women’s engagement in the informal 
economy, this chapter has detected a literary lack relating to a general tendency for women to 
be presented as participating in the informal economy out of necessity. While not arguing 
against this assumption, this chapter strives to make a theoretical contribution to the literature 
on the informal economy, thus supporting a paradigm shift calling for emerging literature to 
recognize women’s decisions to join the informal economy both born out of necessity and out 
of choice. This chapter will provide a literary overview, where literature from the voluntarist 
school will be explored in order to depict the lack of focus on women’s voluntary 
participation. Further, this chapter will contain an analysis structured around four factors, 
distilled from the literature, which can pull women into the informal economy. Conclusively, 
this chapter argues for the relevance of a paradigm shift, where the complexities of women’s 
entrepreneurial involvement in the informal economy is better acknowledged. Hereby this 
chapter calls into question the prevalent victimising discourse towards women in the informal 
economy and highlights the need for the integrative approach to reflect voluntarist thinking to 
a greater degree. 
 
Keywords: Development Studies, The Informal Economy, The Voluntarist School, Women 
Entrepreneurs 
 
Introduction 
Women’s participation in the informal economy is vast, and in some areas, more prevalent 
than men’s (Chen 2015: 1). The reason for the statistical overrepresentation of women has to 
do with gender division of labour, cultural norms restricting for example their mobility, 
women’s perceived lower human, financial and physical capital and lack of labour market 
experience. In addition, the structure of the labour market and the demand of labour often 
favours men over women (Ibid.: 2). Therefore, exploring women’s participation in the 
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informal economy is relevant to the study of International Development. In developing 
countries, gender inequality favouring men is systematically more evident, where development 
processes and society-specific factors such as culturally rooted gender norms can explain 
inequality (Jayachandran 2014). A general observation is that women in developing countries 
have relatively little control over their own lives compared to women in developed countries 
(Ibid.). 
 
This view has been inherited into the majority of existing research on women in the informal 
economy where women are perceived to have little agency and suffer from different 
constraints, which eliminates their choices and pushes them into the informal economy 
because of necessity (Cassirer & Addati 2007; Kucera & Roncolato 2008; Meagher & Yunusa 
1996; Chen 2010). There has however been an emergence of literature pointing to the fact that 
the informal economy is more complex, by theorists such as Mary Njeri Kinyanjui (2014), 
Colin Williams & Anjula Gurtoo (2011), and Thilde Langevang et al. (2015), compared to 
previous literary contributions. Hereby, a new line of thinking on the topic of informality can 
be detected, where there is a greater focus on how women choose to enter the informal 
economy in entrepreneurial roles contrasting majority of research and findings that have been 
conducted on women’s roles in the informal economy. 
 
One of the most recent theorist on women’s voluntary engagement in the informal economy, 
Kinyanjui demands a change in the discourse, where the pull factors that lead women to 
participate in the informal economy need to be acknowledged in research to the same extent as 
push factors are. Therefore, this chapter will support the need for a paradigm shift in women’s 
participation in the informal economy, as presented by Kinyanjui, who argues that scholars 
and academics should acknowledge that the informal economy is full of possibilities for 
women (Kinyanjui 2014: 121). 
 
Women Entrepreneurs 
Factors such as age, geography and social and cultural background influence women’s 
participation in the informal economy, underscoring the complexity and the dynamic nature of 
the field (Langevang et al. 2015). Recent research has found that there exist a big proportion 
self-employed informal workers, arguing for new attention to entrepreneurial attributes 
(Williams & Gurtoo 2011: 7). When defining women entrepreneurs, we therefore align with 
the definition presented by Langevang et. al. stating that entrepreneurs can be understood as: 
“owning and managing a business including any self employment or trade activity” 
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(Langevang et al. 2015: 452). This chapter does not strive to neglect the reality that in some 
situations, countries and specific type of work, informal workers are severely disadvantaged 
and "suffer extreme risks" (Guyer 2014: 149). Thereby, this chapter acknowledges the risks 
associated with the informal economy, but by focusing on women entrepreneurs, it seeks to 
highlight the benefits that are present in the informal economy. 
 
Our contribution 
Due to the complex and dynamic nature of the field, this chapter will not focus on a specific 
region or age group, as the scholars included in this chapter draw on different empirical 
material from the Global South. By creating links between these empirical cases, this chapter 
seeks to provide a theoretical contribution to the literature on the informal economy. 
 
With this chapter, we hereby wish to explore the more dynamic scene of women’s engagement 
in the informal economy and investigate to what degree there is some explanatory value in the 
voluntarist perspective. In doing so, this chapter will highlight significant pull factors that 
motivate women to seek out informal work. The voluntarist school of thought is explored 
because of the fact that it is the only school that seeks to uncover the rational choice 
motivations for informal workers. While this chapter goes beyond the rational choice model, 
the underlying themes of the voluntarist school will be used to show a lack, being that even in 
this school, the tendency of the literature to ignore women’s voluntary participation in the 
informal economy is prevalent, which makes this an interesting field to study. Due to the aim 
of the chapter in uncovering voluntary reasons for women joining the informal economy, the 
Legalist and Dualists schools of thought will not be explored, as their views towards the 
informal economy, which were presented in the introduction of the book, are not relative to 
this study. The structuralist line of thinking will be used to show how women in the informal 
economy are pushed there out of constraints in their lives. The integrative line of thinking will 
also be used to show how the schools have been merged, and to what degree integration has 
been achieved. As such, we do not wish to neglect the prevalent structuralist perspective, but 
argue that it is too narrow in grasping women’s engagement in the informal economy. 
Thereby, this chapter will showcase how women can also voluntarily participate in the 
informal economy.  
 
In addition, this chapter will not go into depth with providing economic aspects of voluntary 
choice, but will instead focus on both the individual and collective reasons for participating in 
the informal economy. In this sense, this chapter identifies prevalent themes throughout the 
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literature on women’s participation in the informal economy which have been grouped into 
factors to explain what motivates women to choose the informal economy. The factors 
identified, which will structure the analysis are: flexibility with household responsibilities, 
social protection, social networks and women’s empowerment. The factors identified are 
representative of local dynamics and sociocultural values for why women participate in the 
informal economy, illustrating that a structural representation alone cannot be applied to all 
women in the informal economy. These social and individual factors, acting separately or in 
tandem, thereby serve to support the need for a paradigm shift. 
 
The chapter will start by a literary overview outlining three phases in the field of women’s 
voluntary participation in the informal economy, which will lead into an analysis of the four 
factors. This will be followed by a critical reflection on the contribution of this chapter, ending 
with the concluding remarks. 
 
Literary Overview of Voluntarist Thinking 
The dynamics and complexities of the informal economy have been, and still remain, largely 
debated, as the introduction chapter of the book illustrated. This literary overview will 
demonstrate a lack of attention paid to women’s participation in the informal economy from 
the voluntarist school of thought. This literary overview will outline three main lines of 
thought in voluntarist thinking, showing how the early literature was focused mostly on men, 
then moving to a new line of thinking where women’s participation in the informal economy 
began to be outlined, ending with the final shift, which has emerged in recent years and has 
brought women’s participation to the forefront of the literature. Therefore, this section will be 
grouped into three phases: early voluntarist thinkers, women in the informal economy and the 
beginning of a paradigm shift. The overview will demonstrate a slow, nevertheless increased 
interest in a gender perspective on the informal economy with a focus on the voluntary aspect 
of women. The new field of literature opens up for unexplored ways to examine how women 
can be catalysts of change in a developing world (Kinyanjui 2014: 85). 
 
Throughout the literary overview, this chapter will utilize and apply push and pull factor logic 
to the arguments made by the theorists, showcasing the way these theorists describe the 
motivations of women joining the informal economy. In this chapter push factors indicate that 
the choice of joining the informal economy is born out of constraints in women's lives which 
have limited their options, meaning that their choices to join the informal economy are not 
exactly voluntary. On the contrary, pull factors describe the reasons for choosing the informal 
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economy because of the unique opportunities and benefits that the informal economy presents 
and provides to entrepreneurial focused women. 
 
Phase One: The Early Voluntarist Thinkers 
The aspect of voluntarism is set apart from other schools of thought in the literature on the 
informal economy by contributions from Gary Fields and William Maloney. To do so, Fields 
and Maloney argue against the assumption that the informal economy is a homogeneous entity 
and that it always is the less-advantaged sector of the economy which people are forced to join 
(Fields 1990: 50; Maloney 2004: 1159f).  
 
Fields moves beyond the homogeneous character of the informal economy when he argues 
that the informal economy consists of two different sectors. One of them being an undesirable 
alternative to the formal economy, which he calls the ‘easy-entry informal sector’ 
characterized by free-entry and low wages. The other is called the ‘upper-tier informal sector’ 
which is preferred when compared to the formal economy because it is characterized by 
limited-entry and high wages (Fields 1990: 50). Maloney contributes to this notion with a 
further broadening of the informal economy where he argues that it in general has a 
heterogeneous character. Maloney argues, that the informal economy should be seen as: “the 
unregulated, developing country analogue of the voluntary entrepreneurial small firm sector 
found in advanced countries, rather than a residual comprised of disadvantaged, workers 
rationed out of good jobs” (Maloney 2004: 1159). Fields argues in line with this, stating that it 
is important to emphasize that many people who work in small firms or in self-employment 
are in the informal economy by choice (Fields 1990: 65). 
 
As part of their broader approach to the informal economy, both theorists argue that it can be a 
selective choice for some people to work in the informal economy because of the benefits 
(Fields 1990: 66; Maloney 2004: 1160). Fields does not see employment in the informal 
economy reflecting lack of opportunities in the formal economy, but rather as a possibility in 
itself. Fields argues that it is often workers who have been employed in the formal economy, 
who use their education and experience to seek the opportunities in the informal economy. He 
especially focuses on the opportunities for higher and more stable wages as the reason for the 
informal economy’s more attractive appearance (Fields 1990: 63, 69; Fields 1988: 1502). 
Maloney on the other hand, with his heterogeneous assumption, does not argue for higher 
wages as the main reason for joining the informal economy, but acknowledges it as an aspect 
of the reason. He argues that a higher wage is not always the case, but that the people who 
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have chosen to be in the informal economy would not necessarily be better off in the formal 
economy. He further expands this by arguing that being in the informal economy is an optimal 
decision where cost and benefits are balanced in terms of preferences, human capital, the level 
of labour productivity in the formal economy (Maloney 2004: 1160). 
 
Maloney & Fields also draw attention to how flexible working conditions such as allowing 
workers to choose their own working hours and the aspect of saving on expenses like start up 
costs and labour taxes, can influence the choice to work in the informal economy (Fields 1990: 
66; Maloney 2004: 1165). Furthermore, Maloney contributes with elements of greater 
independence in the informal economy and even the existence of social protection as a 
motivator. He argues that workers find substitutes for the services and protections offered by 
the formal institutions or otherwise are willing to trade it for another dimension of job quality 
(Maloney 2004: 1160). 
 
However, Maloney makes it clear that he is focused on informal self-employed males (Ibid.). 
Fields on the other hand, does not comment on this as a decision, but throughout his articles 
only uses men as examples of people who choose to be in the informal economy (Fields 1990: 
53ff, 67). Besides this, he only mentions women in the ‘easy-entry informal sector’ where: 
“the informal sector involvement can only be seen as their making the best of a bad situation” 
(Ibid.: 67). In comparison, Maloney offers a limited reflection towards women’s voluntary 
engagement in the informal economy as he mentions that women’s presence in the informal 
economy may reflect some aspects of choice, albeit only in terms of flexibility with household 
responsibilities (Maloney 2004: 1163). 
 
Phase Two: Women in Informal Employment 
This second phase will focus on the following theorists, Naomi Cassiere & Laura Addati, Kate 
Meagher & Mohammed-Bello Yunusa, Chen and David Kucera & Leanna Roncolato who, to 
a greater degree than Fields and Maloney, acknowledge that women are active participants of 
the informal economy. However, this section will show how they cite women’s involvement 
as more so of a result of push factors from constraints in their lives. 
 
Household responsibilities is a recurring theme in the literature on women in the informal 
economy. Cassiere & Addati argue that household responsibilities are inherently women’s 
responsibilities that severely limit the amount of time they can spend on paid work, while also 
limiting their choices in types of paid work, resulting in employment in the informal economy 
(Cassiere & Addati 2007: 2). Meagher & Yunusa build upon the same argument, stating that 
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women’s participation in the informal economy is a by-product of childcare duties, which 
pushes them to the informal economy (Meagher & Yunusa 1996: 2). In their empirical study, 
access to childcare was not an option for women, which was a central factor in leading them to 
pursue work in the informal economy (Cassiere & Addati 2007: 7). Cassiere & Addati see the 
lack of child care as a result of social changes, such as urbanization and migration, which have 
disrupted family relations which in previous generations were a source of childcare (Ibid.: 3). 
 
Meagher & Yunusa also argue that a social change has taken place, where external support 
networks have decreased leaving women to be the primary caregivers (Meagher & Yunusa 
1996: 39). These social changes, paired with a lack of social programs catered to childcare has 
left families, especially the poor, to either leave their children at home or bring their children 
with them to work, which in most cases is only possible in the informal economy (Cassiere & 
Addati 2007: 4). Building on the notion that women join the informal economy because of 
their childcare responsibilities, Cassiere & Addati argue in line with Meagher & Yunusa that 
women’s employment in the informal economy is a means of survival due to the demands of 
childcare, but that employment in the informal economy does not satisfy their ambitions of 
employment or provide “economic security” (Ibid.: 7). In this way, the participation of women 
in the informal economy is not completely voluntary because these women are left without an 
alternative childcare solution in many cases (Meagher & Yunusa 1996; Cassiere & Addati 
2007). Therefore, the theorists see household responsibilities and child care as a constraint 
which could push women to the informal economy. 
 
Another theorist that could be grouped into this phase is Chen who bases her research mainly 
on how women operate within the informal economy (2007, 2010, 2015), and in cooperation 
with WIEGO she argues for the existence of a gender gap when it comes to resources, 
opportunities and earnings in the informal economy (Chen 2010: 3; Chen 2015: 2). Chen 
provides a model showing the segmentation of informal employment first presented in 2005. 
Roughly outlined, the model shows significant gaps in earnings, with women earning less than 
men, and the overrepresentation of men in the top segment as ‘Informal Employers or 
Employees’ and overrepresentation of women in the bottom segment as ‘Industrial 
Outworkers/Homeworkers or Casual Wage Workers’ (Chen 2007: 3; Chen 2010: 18; Chen 
2012: 9). Chen argues that there exists an assumption that women suffer disadvantages in the 
informal economy: “as women due to gender norms and relationships and to age-gender 
dynamics within their households and workplace” (Chen 2010: 16). Thus, at the expense of 
women’s sex, they face constraints. Therefore, Chen believes that policies, across all sectors - 
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such as trade, urban and agriculture – must incorporate an understanding of gender realities in 
order to promote equality (Chen 2010: 9, 16).  
 
Chen argues that the informal economy is more complex and cannot be assessed through one 
school of thought only. Chen states that it: “is more heterogeneous and complex than the sum 
of these perspectives would suggest” (Chen 2012: 6), and explains how by subscribing to only 
one school: “policymakers have tended to over-react to the informal economy, trying to 
discourage it altogether” (Chen 2007: 11). Thus, it is significant in all of Chen’s work that she 
argues for developing a holistic conceptual framework that encompasses all aspects of 
informality, since no single causal theory has enough explanatory value (Chen 2012: 7, 11). 
Although Chen takes an integrative approach, her literary contributions consistently focus on 
the constraints present in women’s lives. This shows that she views women as pushed towards 
the informal economy. Chen believes that: “(...) It is unlikely that most informal producers and 
workers can be formalized - although efforts should be made to do so” (Ibid.: 11). Therefore, 
it is clear through Chen’s literary contributions that she favours the formal economy over the 
informal economy and it can be argued that Chen is more aligned with a structuralist 
viewpoint even though she claims to use an integrative approach (Chen 2007; 2010; 2012; 
2015). 
 
Kucera & Roncolato support Chen’s argument that women are overrepresented excessively in 
informal employment, and when it comes to the aspect of voluntarism, Kucera & Roncolato 
explain that if researchers want to understand whether women are voluntarily in informal 
employment, the analysis must outline the constraints under which women choose informality 
(Kucera & Roncolato 2008: 330f) as they argue that: “informal workers in poverty cannot be 
voluntary in any meaningful sense of the word” (Ibid.: 326). 
 
Even though the voluntarist thinkers in this phase have recognized women’s participation in 
the informal economy, these scholars generally view women’s participation mainly as a result 
of constraints in their lives which push them to the informal economy. 
 
Phase Three: The Beginning of a Paradigm Shift 
This third phase will explore how recent literature on this topic uncovers the pull factors 
leading to women’s engagement in the informal economy. Kinyanjui, Langevang et al., 
Williams & Gurtoo contribute with a perspective of gendering entrepreneurship, thus 
acknowledging the pull factors of women’s engagement and influence in the informal 
economy (Williams & Gurtoo 2011; Kinyanjui 2014; Langevang et al. 2015). As such, this 
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literature moves away from the assumption from scholars in phase two, portraying women in 
informal work as marginal and participating out of necessity. 
 
Williams & Gurtoo argue for a holistic approach when studying women in the informal 
economy, grasping both what pulls and pushes women. Even though this holistic approach 
resembles Chen’s integrative approach, Williams & Gurtoo are critical to Chen’s preference to 
the formal economy and assumption that women’s engagement in the informal economy is out 
of necessity (Williams & Gurtoo 2011: 7). Hereby, whereas Chen argues for the explanatory 
value of the holistic approach, Williams & Gurtoo argue for the actual value of women 
engaging in the informal economy. Williams & Gurtoo’s findings are based on a vast conduct 
of empirical studies in India between 2007 and 2010. Their main findings are that women, 
both out of necessity and choice, engage in the informal economy (Ibid.). These are findings 
that elaborate on Williams’ previous finding that even though some women originally engage 
in the informal economy out of a necessity, they find benefits, which motivates them to stay. 
Williams thereby suggests a move away from the either/or assumption, where women’s role 
are either described though structure or agency calling for the acknowledgement of the 
changing nature of informal entrepreneurship (Williams 2009: 223). The findings by 
Williams, and later together with Gurtoo therefore point towards a shift, where women who 
also participate in the informal economy out of necessity must be acknowledged as: “potential 
future catalyst of economic development” (Ibid.). Furthermore, Williams & Gurtoos’s work in 
India erodes the assumption that especially women in developing countries engage in the 
informal economy from a marginalized position only out of necessity (Williams & Gurtoo 
2011: 17). They present factors which motivate women to work in the informal economy: 
credit, space, tradition and flexibility. In short, due to family tradition, women take over 
family business, who provide the credit and a space to sell goods, which makes it easy for the 
women to start a business. Further, the informal economy provides a higher degree of 
flexibility, which makes self-employment easier for women (Ibid.: 13f). 
 
These motivations are further elaborated by Kinyanjui who argues that women’s engagement 
in the informal economy can lead to an improvement of living standards as she, through her 
empirical studies in Nairobi, sees women’s involvement in the informal economy as a way of 
obtaining an identity and thereby claiming an independent position in society (Kinyanjui 2014: 
14). 
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“Women were motivated to begin their own businesses by the desire to improve the 
livelihoods of their family, acquire the best for themselves and liberate themselves from 
the subordination and control that come with begging for resources or being dependent 
on somebody else” (Ibid.: 82). 
 
As Williams & Gurtoo, Kinyanjui points to the degree of flexibility as an important factor as 
to why women engage in the informal economy. This flexibility means that women are given a 
higher degree of freedom to take part both in the economy and in family life (Ibid.). 
Furthermore, Kinyanjui shows that the women participating in the informal economy are a 
very heterogeneous group and that the women in general are neither without education nor 
with low levels of education. Actually the opposite is the case. Kinyanjui thereby settles with 
the assumption of women as a valuable group that are forced to work in the informal 
economy, thus emphasizing the competitiveness of the informal economy in the economic 
system (Kinyanjui 2014: 80). Hence, Kinyanjui presents engagement in the informal economy 
as a social and economic strategy for women (Ibid.: 77). Kinyanjui thereby emphasises the 
pull factors that motivate women to engage in the informal economy, thus presenting a more 
radical understanding than Williams & Gurtoo, as she argues for a discursive shift in literature 
concerning women in the informal economy, where researchers should move away from the 
idea of the informal economy as the wounded sector and refer to it as the sector of solidarity 
and self-governing (Ibid.: 121). 
 
This assumption is further backed up by the scholars Langevang et al. who argue that there is 
an emerging, albeit to a large degree still neglected, focus on women entrepreneurs in the 
literature (Langevang et al. 2015: 452). However, in general the literature still does not 
acknowledge, what they in their article denote as the mixed embeddedness that influence 
women’s involvement in the informal economy. Their conception of mixed embeddedness 
refers to: “complex, partly converging and partly conflicting institutional forces at work which 
at the same time advance and impede entrepreneurial activities” (Ibid.: 454). This implies a 
greater time-and-place focus, which they believe better grasps what leads women to join the 
informal economy (Ibid.: 449). Langevang et al. take an outset in the 2010 GEM1 survey’s 
results, which shows that there are actually more women entrepreneurs than males in Ghana. 
Through this case, Langevang et al. argue for a greater focus on women when exploring 
entrepreneurship in the informal economy (Ibid.: 451). The greater focus on women’s 
engagement can be further elaborated by the numbers in the latest GEM survey from 2016, 
showing that in just six years this tendency of more women being entrepreneurs than men has 
                                                
1 GEM is the largest conducted survey on entrepreneurial activity in the world, including 100 countries. 
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further expanded to Vietnam, the Philippines, Thailand, Indonesia, Malaysia and Peru (Kelley 
et al. 2015/16: 25). 
 
Hereby, both Langevang et al. and Kinyanjui argue that there is a need for a paradigm shift, as 
the informal economy should also be understood as an arena for possibilities (Kinyanjui 2014: 
121). This does not indicate that Kinyanjui argues for a more liberal, rational choice approach, 
but that she demands a more updated conceptualisation of the informal economy, as women 
constitute a growing part of it. Moreover, the informal economy functions as an integrated and 
important part of the formal economy in many parts of the world. Because of this, Kinyanjui 
argues for the promotion of initiatives for women staying in the economic informality, such as 
forms of subsidies and tax holidays (Ibid.). 
 
This quite radical suggestion from Kinyanjui, the empirical work made by Williams & Gurtoo 
and contributions by Langevang et al. point to a new turn in field of literature, where the focus 
is on the positive outcomes of women’s voluntary engagement in the informal economy. 
These recent scholars herewith contribute to move beyond the conceptualization of women as 
marginal and forced into informal economy, lagging rights, knowledge and protection by 
showing that women in the informal economy can be well educated, competitive and 
independent. This should therefore not only be acknowledged but also actively integrated into 
future literature on women in the informal economy. 
  
Summary 
This section has provided a thorough overview of the literature on the informal economy, 
grouping theorists into three distinct phases. The research conducted by Fields and Maloney 
introduce how participation in the informal economy can be analysed as voluntary. However, 
their focus is mainly on men’s voluntarily participation in the informal economy resulting in a 
gap in the literature, focusing very little on women. Scholars such as Cassiere & Addati, 
Meagher & Yunusa, and Kucera & Roncolato take into consideration women’s participation in 
the informal economy and analyse the factors that lead women to seek employment within this 
economy. The main factor outlined by these theorists is that women are responsible for 
household duties, which results in employment in the informal economy. Chen contributes to 
the literature by including a gender perspective, albeit still focusing on how women end up in 
the informal economy due to limited options. The above scholars who have focused on 
women’s participation in the informal economy have initiated a debate, yet their contributions 
are limited in the way that they do not present women as fully voluntarily in their choice. This 
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has led to a need for a new contribution in order to understand this development. Some of 
these new contributors are Williams & Gurtoo who argue that regardless of the reasons for 
women’s work in the informal economy, they discover benefits and therefore voluntarily 
choose to stay there. While Kinyanjui sees women’s participation in the informal economy as 
a strategy whereby acquiring independence and self-governance. In this way Kinyanjui 
provides the most radical view of women’s voluntary participation in the informal economy. 
 
Analysis 
As mentioned in the introduction, the factors which will structure the analysis are: flexibility 
with household responsibilities, social protection, social networks and women’s 
empowerment. The factors have been found to be the most reoccurring themes throughout the 
literature on women’s involvement in the informal economy. It is important to note that there 
are elements of these factors that can be both push and pull, meaning that in some cases the 
factor of household responsibilities, for instance, can be a factor that leaves women with no 
choice but to join the informal economy, or a factor that is supported in unique ways through 
the informal economy. The point is not to present pull factors only, but to show that the post 
paradigm shift literature has presented factors which can also be understood as pull factors 
that motivate women and persuade women into choosing the informal economy because of the 
benefits it provides. This underscores the complexity of gauging women’s participation in the 
informal economy. Yet it is because of these new contributions to the literature that the 
understanding of the realities of women’s participation in the informality is becoming more 
holistic. 
 
Limitations with Using the Factor Approach 
The factors that will be presented are not applicable across all countries, types of employment, 
age groups and lifecycles and therefore there are limitations with this approach. For example, 
the flexibility with household responsibilities factor only applies to women who have a partner 
and/or children who require their time and effort. In this case, this factor is not applicable to 
women who are single and without children who Kinyanjui recognizes as also participating in 
the informal economy (Kinyanjui 2014: 80). The approach is not to provide an analytical tool 
which will apply to every situation of women’s participation in the informal economy, but to 
demonstrate how women’s participation in the informal economy can be motivated by both 
push and pull factors, rejecting views that state that women are only participating in the 
informal economy because of push factors. Thereby, the factors are used to show, in general 
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terms, how some women join the informal economy through aspects of both push and pull 
factors. 
 
Moreover, the configuration of these factors is a product of the interpretation of the literature 
by the authors of this chapter, and could potentially be configured in slightly different ways, 
depending on different perspectives. Since this is not an analytical tool, the factors are used to 
provide instances where pull factors can exist. To this point, the factors reflect both individual 
motivations for joining the informal economy, being flexibility, social protection and self 
empowerment, and collective motivations, being social networks. In this way, this chapter 
takes a broader scale approach than the voluntarist approach, which focuses solely on rational 
choice theory, leaving collective motivations out. This will be expanded upon in the section 
called Reflections on the contributions of this chapter.  
 
1. Flexibility with Household Responsibilities 
It is widely believed throughout informal economy literature that women have been and still 
are the main caretakers of household responsibilities (Langevang et al. 2015; Williams & 
Gurtoo 2011; Maloney 2004; Kinyanjui 2014; Cassiere & Addati 2007; Meagher & Yunusa 
1996). In addition, Williams & Gurtoo find that literature on women and the informal 
economy has discovered that the lines between household work and external work for women 
are blurred (Williams & Gurtoo 2011: 9). As Langevang et al. states: “Studies from around 
the world have demonstrated that women still do the majority of housework and child care, 
which affects their labour market activities” (Langevang et al. 2015: 154). 
The factor of flexibility is generally seen as a push factor for women who have to manage the 
majority of their household responsibilities. As described in the literary overview, due to 
gender norms, Cassiere & Addati along with Meagher & Yunusa have found that household 
responsibilities for women can limit the type of work they can get and the amount of time they 
can devote to their work, pushing them to the informal economy (Cassiere & Addati 2007: 2; 
Meagher & Yunusa 1996: 39). These scholars view household responsibilities as a constraint 
which pushes women towards the flexibility of work in the informal economy. 
On the contrary, an emergence of literature has begun to showcase how flexibility with 
household responsibilities can be a pull factor for women. Langevang et al. and Williams & 
Gurtoo support the idea that flexibility in entrepreneurship roles in the informal economy can 
be a pull factor for women (Williams & Gurtoo 2011: 7; Langevang et al. 2015: 13). The 
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authors argue that flexibility is a main motivation for women entering the informal economy 
among other informal institutional variables such as family tradition and community support 
(Williams & Gurtoo 2011: 15; Langevang et al. 2015: 13). When asked what the main 
advantages of their professions were, office assistants, shop assistants and venders answered 
“flexibility of work” (Williams & Gurtoo 2011: 12). As such, flexibility is a clear advantage 
that is offered in the informal economy, which pulls women towards it. 
Additionally, Kinyanjui uses data to show that the majority of the women in her study were 
supporting their families which prove their household responsibilities (Kinyanjui 2014: 81f). 
Kinyanjui finds that women seek out employment in the informal economy so that they can 
have flexibility in managing their own and their families’ lives, demonstrating how flexibility 
with household responsibilities is a pull factor (Ibid.: 82). Hereby, Langevang et al., Williams 
& Gurtoo and Kinyanjui all show how the flexible nature of the informal economy can pull 
women towards it. 
 
This section has proved that although there exist push factors in the realm of flexibility with 
household responsibilities, recent scholars such as Langevang et al., Kinyanjui, and Williams 
& Gurtoo have argued that flexibility in the informal economy is a main motivator for women 
who enter the informal economy and their involvement in the informal economy allows them 
to support themselves and their families. The majority of research conducted on women in the 
informal economy ignores the possibility of them having entrepreneurial roles, or suggests that 
women are pushed to the informal economy because of a lack of options. Thereby, the 
existence of pull factors needs to be highlighted and acknowledged in the literature 
surrounding the informal economy, even though there exist push factors as well. 
 
2. Social protection 
Social and labour protection policies are offered by formal institutions and consist of different 
beneficial agreements such as health care, pension, vacation and maternity leave. There exist 
different reasons for why workers choose to be “unprotected” in the informal economy, one 
argument is that social protection is costly and can lead to lower wages (Maloney 2004: 1160, 
1165). Thus, social protection stands as a significant factor when analysing women in informal 
economy, which the following section looks into. 
 
As mentioned in the literary overview, lack of social protection within the informal economy 
is a well-known argument amongst scholars such as Chen and Kucera & Roncolato. Chen 
argues that self-employed and wage working women in the informal economy are of deprived 
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labour and social protection, and therefore associate the informal economy with costs rather 
than benefits (Chen 2007: 2ff). Kucera & Roncolato explain that women refrain from formal 
social protection because they are unable to sustain a life while paying for the social protection 
in the formal economy. Thereby, refraining from social protection as a necessity not a 
voluntary choice (Kucera & Roncolato 2008: 329f). Building on this, Kucera & Roncolato 
present the argument that if the formal economy’s social protection is substandard, the 
workers are pushed to the informal economy to avoid paying for services that they do not 
receive (Ibid.: 324). 
 
As presented above, the majority of literature focuses on the nonexistence of social protection 
in the informal economy. In the literary overview, Maloney opposes this view and argues that 
social protection in the informal economy can be a pull-factor for some workers. Maloney 
argues that workers find elements of independence and aspects of social protection in the 
informal economy, since there exist substitutes for the formal institutions services and 
protections (Maloney 2004: 1160). Maloney supports the voluntarist approach, arguing: “If an 
alternative exists at lower cost, or which better suits the needs of the worker, there is an 
incentive to not participate in the formal institution” (Ibid.: 1165). Although Maloney argues 
that social protection in the informal economy can be a pull factor, his research ignores 
women, showing the necessity for more literature on the potential of social protection for 
women in the informal economy, as Kinyanjui has acknowledged. 
 
Kinyanjui argues that social protection does in fact exist in the informal economy, and is 
found via social networks, which will be elaborated on in the next section. Kinyanjui has 
discovered a number of social groupings, which were born from the need by ordinary women 
to address their social welfare issues while tackling other social issues, such as solidarity 
among women workers and sharing of information (Maina 2013: 1100). Therefore, Kinyanjui 
acknowledges the existence of alternative social protection mechanisms in the informal 
economy. 
 
Reflecting on the different perspectives proposed in this section allows for a critique of Chen’s 
views. By arguing that only through formalization the worker will obtain social protection, 
Chen neglects the existence of social protection in the informal economy (Chen 2007: 11). 
Chen’s strong belief in formalizing because of the non-existence of social protection in the 
informal economy shows a narrow understanding of the informal economy. The factors of 
social protection and social networks overlap in the sense that social protection is provided by 
 
16 
social networks. Yet these factors are separate because social protection is just one of the 
benefits provided by social networks. The existence of social protection via social networks 
will be discussed in the next factor. 
 
While there exist informal alternatives to social protection, this section illustrates a lack of 
attention being paid to how women voluntarily choose the informal economy because of social 
protection, which is provided in the informal economy through social networks. 
 
3. Social Networks 
The literature presented in this section highlights women’s agency and shows how women use 
entrepreneurialism and social networks to move out of the margins of society (Kinyanjui 
2014: 120). Theorists have contested the existence of social networks, for example Langevang 
et al. argues that due to time constraints, women are unable to participate in social networks, 
and are therefore less likely to be successful in their own endeavours (Langevang et al. 2015: 
468). 
 
The lack of governmental support created the need for the establishment of strong social 
networks, which grew out of necessity in the informal economy via women’s social networks 
(Kinyanjui 2014: 101). Women’s informal networks emerged to support women, but more 
recent literature showcases where networks function as multifaceted mechanism. Informal 
networks support practical issues such as barriers to credit and savings by providing 
alternative funding as well as providing a social foundation to allow for knowledge sharing, 
pulling women towards the informal economy (Ibid.). 
 
Kinyanjui’s studies in Nairobi show how these networks emerge as a kind of self-organization 
for women who share similar norms and who come together with a common purpose, creating 
a collective action group (Kinyanjui 2014: 99). The self-organization is based on the principle 
of solidarity: “I am because we are and since we are, I am” (Mbiti 1969 in Kinyanjui 2014: 
108). The organizations in Kenya are locally known as chama which have developed from a 
traditional African concept of collective organization social groups (Kinyanjui 2014: 99). 
Kinyanjui describes the chama both as a contemporary organized group for a specific event 
such as a wedding or a funeral, and also function as a long term organized group, that provides 
social protection, welfare, entrepreneurial, micro-credit, saving schemes, advocacy and 
development (Maina 2013: 1101). Social protection is an especially significant element that 
sustains the chama and is assured in form of insurance. Each chama has a welfare fund that 
will protect its members in terms of illness, death and other issues alike (Ibid.). Furthermore, 
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the chama show an immensely good support when women in the informal economy need 
capital to start their own business (Kinyanjui 2014: 68). The chamas were created from the 
idea of improving the material and social condition of its members. The social support 
networks and the opportunities for social mobility create the strong bond that brings women 
together (Maina 2013: 1101). As such, Kinyanjui uses the case of the chamas to argue for the 
importance of social networks for women’s engagement in the informal economy. 
 
Social networks can therefore be seen as pulling women into the informal economy because 
they provide mutual, emotional and economic support, creating agency that gives women 
confidence to tackle new challenges (Kinyanjui 2014: 101). This is important for the survival 
of women’s businesses and contributing to reaching financial independence, which is crucial 
for women’s well-being (Ibid.: 68). These shared goals underline why social networks are an 
important key factor, which can motivate and thereby pull women towards choosing the 
informal economy. Thus this section has presented the argument that not only do women’s 
social networks in the informal economy exist, but they can be beneficial to women and their 
entrepreneurial activities. Since Kinyanjui is the only theorists who argues for the existence 
and success of women’s informal social networks, a lack in the literature is clear. 
 
4. Freedom and Human Capital Provide Empowerment 
The last key factor discussed is the concept of empowerment, which for Kinyanjui constitutes 
the core gain of women’s participation in the informal economy (Kinyanjui 2014). 
Empowerment in this context includes aspects of configuring an identity, obtaining human 
capital and freedom, gaining self-actualization, independence and self-governance (Ibid.: 14, 
77, 85). Hereby, this key factor points to the more individual aspect of women’s engagement 
in the informal economy. 
 
As mentioned in the literary overview, Kinyanjui describes women’s entrepreneurial 
involvement in the informal economy as a way to obtain freedom in their lives. By joining the 
informal economy of Nairobi in this way, women are moving away from the barriers that 
colonialism created, which slotted them into a position that was centred on subordinate labour 
roles, and where males were the breadwinners. In doing so: “they lost the power to own and 
manage their lives,” a power that was largely constrained by their inability to work for 
themselves and their need to join the new workforce that was brought about by colonialism 
(Ibid.: 77f). This strive to move away from the labour market that colonialism created has 
pulled women into the informal economy. Kinyanjui argues that the majority of women who 
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have entered the informal economy in entrepreneurial roles have managed to gain freedom 
from the constraints of colonialism and have been able stake a claim for citizenship by their 
ability to manage their own lives (Ibid.: 82). 
  
Another way women gain independence and empowerment is through the process of human 
capital. Chen explains human capital as a strategy to promote women’s access to technical 
skills and to help build women’s leadership and advocacy skills, which is why the provision of 
human capital to women in the informal economy is one of the key factors that WIEGO seeks 
to provide to women in the informal economy (Chen 2010: 13). It can be argued though, that 
women who participate in the informal economy can gain human capital without the 
provisions provided by organizations such as WIEGO. Kinyanjui argues that in the past 
women were taking part in the trading business because they could not find a job in the formal 
economy. This led to a motivation and a desire for women to improve the livelihood of their 
family and move toward self-autonomy and empowerment (Kinyanjui 2014: 81). Kinyanjui’s 
main point is that by engaging in the informal economy women generate human capital for 
future generations: women transmit knowledge as a resource. Kinyanjui therefore recognizes 
women’s entrepreneurial success as expressed by how they invest in future human capital. 
This is important for women, as they as opposed to men, invest the money they generate in 
their children’s future and thereby ensure their offspring a better future (Kinyanjui 2014: 85). 
This is also why Kinyanjui denotes women in the informal economy as agents of change 
(Ibid.).  
 
Kinyanjui’s viewpoint would be contested by theorists in phase one and two of the literary 
overview, who either neglect or argue that women in the informal economy mainly occupy 
subordinate labour roles and gain relatively little benefit from their participation in this  
economy. On the contrary, Kinyanjui argues that empowerment constitutes a pull motivation 
to join the informal economy (Kinyanjui 2014: 14, 77). This therefore supports the argument 
that scholars in the informal economy, aside from Kinyanjui, have ignored the potential of pull 
factors in terms of obtaining empowerment, that drive women into the informal economy. 
 
Summary of the factors 
The aim of this analysis has been to demonstrate how both push and pull factors can exist 
separately or in tandem, supporting the notion that in some instances women have made clear 
voluntary decisions to be in the informal economy because of the unique benefits it offers, 
while there also exists push factors which are born out of constraints. The use of the factors 
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supports the paradigm shift as the pull factors have been taken from post paradigm shift 
literature, showing that the move toward understanding women’s voluntary participation in the 
informal economy is not only valuable, but necessary in uncovering existing realities.  
 
Reflections on the Contributions of This Chapter 
Before the concluding remarks, it is pertinent to reflect upon what has been achieved in this 
chapter. By suggesting a greater acknowledgement of the complexities of women’s 
involvement in the informal economy, this chapter has had a focus on the pull factors, as these 
have been argued to be generally neglected in the majority of literature. However, the focus on 
pull factors includes inherent problems that lies in taking a voluntarist approach due to its 
resemblance to a rational choice approach. One of these inherent problems is the fact that it 
neglects the structural factors of women’s engagement in the informal economy. A criticism of 
this chapter could be that is has not grasped the diverse picture of women’s engagement in the 
informal economy, which, as stated in the introduction, is the aim for this chapter to uncover. 
Another inherent problem is the neglect of the more collective capacities that might influence 
women’s engagement.  
 
However, by including social networks as a factor that pulls women into the informal 
economy, this chapter also seeks to broaden out the rational choice theory to include collective 
aspects and not just individual ones. Further, as stated throughout this chapter, the aim is not 
to argue for the voluntarist perspective to be more explanatory to women’s engagement in the 
informal economy, but to support the already emerging literature in the field, which argues for 
a greater complexity. Therefore, even though the structural approach, in many contexts, might 
have the most explanatory value, the fact that there also exist women who join the informal 
economy voluntarily needs to be covered in the literature as well. Therefore, this chapter 
argues that it is not problematic that the factors that push women into the informal economy 
are not included to the same degree as the pull factors, as these are already covered in the 
current voluntarist literature. As such, the contribution of the voluntarist approach to this 
chapter is the provision of the idea that women just might choose voluntarily to participate in 
the informal economy. 
 
Focusing on women’s voluntary participation in the informal economy has also shed light on 
the broadly shared belief in the literature, that women face constraints in the informal 
economy simply because they are women. While this chapter does not seek to argue against 
the perception of women as constrained simply because of their sex, the problem with this 
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claim is that it systematically becomes difficult for a voluntarist approach to attain explanatory 
value. Hereby, it can be stated that the lack detected in the literature on women’s voluntary 
participation in the informal economy is rooted in a general tendency in the literature, where 
women are perceived as a homogenous vulnerable group. This can be arguably located in 
WIEGO who argues that: (...) in every country in the world, under every economic system, 
women face constraints in the realm of paid work simply because they are women” (Chen 
2010: 16).  
 
By making this claim, WIEGO points to the tendency of perceiving women as weak and 
thereby partially participating in reproducing the discourse on women as a vulnerable group 
who cannot, as compared to men, be successful entrepreneurs just by engaging in the informal 
economy. Hereby, what this chapter has found is that even when women in the literature are 
portrayed as having agency, there is still an overall narrative of women as victims, which 
means that women’s agency are taken away. As such, in this chapter, the main strength and 
contribution of the voluntarist school is that it provides women with the agency neglected in 
the victimizing discourse of women. Hereby, the focus on what pulls women into the informal 
economy allows this chapter to argue that in order to settle with the very narrow conception of 
the women constituting the informal economy, and thereby obtaining more complexity in 
future literature on women’s participation in the informal economy, scholars need to leave the 
conception of women as the weaker sex per definition. This claim likewise refers to the 
demand from Kinyanjui, Williams and Langevang et al., as stated in the analysis, who call for 
the literature on women in the informal economy to focus more on women as an empowering, 
heterogeneous and dynamic group. 
 
By demanding a more complex approach, one could argue that this chapter in fact can be 
located in the integrative approach, as promoted by Chen. However, as stated in this chapter 
Chen tends to have a meta narrative favouring the formal economy that has been argued to 
neglect the voluntarist aspect. As such, if this chapter should be placed in the integrative 
approach as it is currently promoted by Chen, it would need to strengthen the incorporation of 
the voluntarist aspect as well.  
 
Concluding Remarks 
This chapter has formed a literary overview illustrating how voluntarist scholars in the field of 
informal economy have treated women’s representations and engagement in the economy, 
ending with the recent approach spearheaded by Kinyanjui. By conducting a thorough survey 
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of the literature in the voluntarist school, the first contribution made by this chapter, it was 
possible to detect a lack in the literature and distil the literary contributions from phase three 
into four factors, the second contribution made. These factors being: flexibility with household 
responsibilities, social protection, social networks and women’s empowerment are all 
sociocultural factors that show how entrepreneurial focused women can be pulled into the 
informal economy because of the benefits it provides. The flexible nature of the informal 
economy, alternative social protection, the existence of supportive social networks and the 
possibility of gaining empowerment are all factors that motivate these women to the informal 
economy. 
 
Even though the general tendency of the discourse on women in developing countries views 
women as victims, experiencing a lack of control in their lives, the fact that some women 
voluntarily join the informal economy shows aspects of agency and control, questioning the 
prevalent discourse. Thereby, this chapter has made a theoretical contribution which has 
strived to highlight and support the paradigm shift in the literature in women’s voluntarily 
engagement in the informal economy. 
 
Conclusively, it is unfeasible to argue that one school of thought consists of more explanatory 
value than the other. While maintaining this point of view, this chapter has proved that it is 
crucial to acknowledge that there exists explanatory value in the voluntarist approach when 
explaining and researching women’s engagement in the informal economy in the Global 
South. However, the complexities of the informal economy would be better captured if the 
integrative approach leaned more upon the voluntarist approach. 
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